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Political violence has fundamentally shaped memory making in post-conflict Guatemala. This 
paper examines the Molina Theissen family’s experience of state violence between 1955 and 
1981 as well as the 2018 trial of high-ranking military officers for crimes against the family. 
Building upon Steve Stern’s memory camp framework, this paper argues that courtrooms are 
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On September 27, 1981, Emma Guadalupe Molina Theissen boarded a public bus in 
Guatemala City. The 21-year-old integrante (member) of the clandestine Partido Guatemalteco 
del Trabajo (PGT) had been hiding from state security forces for more than a year. Molina 
Theissen was on her way back to Quetzaltenango from a party meeting in the capital when 
security forces stopped the bus. Among the papers she was carrying was a PGT document that 
described the party debates about entering into the lucha armada, or armed struggle1. Finding 
this and other documents from the outlawed organization, police detained and interrogated 
Molina Theissen before transferring her to Manuel Lisandro Barrillas Military Base (Military 
Zone 17- MZ17) in Quetzaltenango department.2  
Guards at MZ17 interrogated, tortured, and raped Molina Theissen for days on end, 
trying to extract information from her about the clandestine left. Then, on October 5, after nine 
days of detention, Emma Guadalupe slipped through an open window, walked past the 
guardhouse, and escaped from the military base. She spent the next several months moving from 
safe house to safe house before finally slipping across the border into Mexico in January of 1982. 
In the words of her sister, by escaping from her captors, Emma Guadalupe had done the 
impossible: “She returned from an assured death. It was like she practically came back from the 
dead.”3  
Shortly after noon on October 6, the day after Emma Guadalupe’s escape from MZ17, 





City. Marco Antonio, Emma Guadalupe’s fourteen-year-old brother, opened the door.4 The three 
men forced their way into the Zona 19 home, but found only Emma Guadalupe’s mother, Emma 
Theissen Alvarez, Marco Antonio, and a maid.5 Emma Theissen Alvarez later testified that they 
were plainclothes soldiers led by Hugo Ramiro Zaldaña Rojas, an intelligence officer stationed at 
MZ-17.6  
The men restrained Marco Antonio, covering his mouth with tape, and dragged Emma 
Theissen Alvarez from room to room, searching for her daughter.7 They ransacked the house, 
finding and brandishing photos of Emma Guadalupe, but did not find the missing activist, who 
was in hiding in Quetzaltenango.8 Finally, they restrained Emma Theissen Alvarez and left. On 
their way out the door, however, the soldiers grabbed Marco Antonio, put a dark hood over his 
head, and threw him into the back of their pickup truck.9 Emma Theissen Alvarez managed to 
free herself from the restraints in time to watch the truck speed away, noticing the official 
government plates on the truck.10  
Despite decades of searching, Emma Theissen Alvarez never saw Marco Antonio again. 
He became one of the Guatemalan internal conflict’s more than forty-five thousand 
desaparecidos, or disappeared persons, abducted by state agents and presumably murdered.11 
The Molina Theissen family filed a habeas corpus petition the day of Marco Antonio’s 
abduction, beginning a decades’ long struggle for legal justice.12  
On March 1, 2018, five high ranking military officers finally stood trial for their crimes 
against the Molina Thiessen family: Benedicto Lucas García, Edilberto Letona Linares, Hugo 
Ramírez Zaldaña Rojas, Manuel Antonio Callejas y Callejas, and Francisco Luis Gordillo 
Martínez. Historical memory of the internal conflict was intensely contested during the trial. The 





de Tribunales, watching the legal teams present carefully crafted arguments about how political 
violence during the internal conflict should be interpreted and remembered, and who should be 
punished for their wartime actions.  
This paper has two main themes: political violence and historical memory. I will begin by 
examining political violence during the Guatemalan internal conflict, outlining some of the main 
events and characteristics and paying special attention to gendered violence. This context of 
violence is key to the core of my argument: political violence has fundamentally shaped memory 
making in post conflict Guatemala. I will explore how both of these major themes are manifested 
in the experiences of the Molina Theissen family. I will examine the family’s historical 
experiences of political violence, focusing largely on the period between 1955 and 1981 as well 
as their role in the formation and contestation of historical memory, focusing on the 2018 trial. 
Finally, I will explore the impact that gender has on this complex relationship between political 
violence and memory, using Emma Guadalupe Molina Theissen’s story as a case study.   
Theoretical Framework: Courtrooms and Memory 
Historical memory of the Guatemalan internal conflict has long been an active terrain of 
contestation, a continuation of the battle for hearts and minds in the aftermath of insurgency and 
counterinsurgency. Questions of culpability, agency, and hope ultimately determine the 
constraints of the collective imagined future and the limitations of partisan politics.13 Historical 
memory, or the stories we tell about our past, has been a central site of contestation since the 
waning days of the internal conflict. In their introduction to War by Other Means, Diane Nelson 
and Carlota McAllister reflect this, arguing that “storytelling itself is one of the major sites of 





“subjective process anchored in experiences and in symbolic and material markers” that are “the 
object of disputes, conflicts, and struggles.”15  
I also apply Steve Stern’s memory camp framework to this context, arguing that the 
paradigm that he outlined in Remembering Pinochet’s Chile about the negotiation of memory in 
post-conflict Chile is also useful within the Guatemalan context.16 Stern argues that memory 
projects in Chile “ended up becoming central to the logic by which people sought and won 
legitimacy in a politically divided and socially heterogeneous society that experienced a great 
turn and trauma.”17 Stern conceptualized historical memory in post-coup Chile as a memory box, 
within which albums of coherent memory narratives are stored. These narratives are collectively 
constructed and consist of emblematic memories that stand in for diverse individual experiences, 
allowing people to make meaning of their own experiences by connecting them to a collective 
identity or memory project.  
Stern identifies three main memory camps, or memory albums, in post-coup Chile: 
Heroic/Salvation Memory, Memory as Rupture and Persecution, and Indifferent Memory.18 
These refer to the frameworks that Chileans apply to their shared history to make sense of the 
past, crafting a narrative that frames and supports contemporary political projects. These memory 
frameworks are composed of emblematic memories that represent personal, individual 
experiences but that come to represent or be connected with larger historical patterns or groups. 
Thus, a mother’s individual loss of a child to state violence represents not only her own 
experience, but the experiences of women all over Chile (or Guatemala) whose children have 
been disappeared. In this way, an individual experience is connected to a larger phenomenon and 





Stern’s memory box conception as well as his salvation memory camp, while I identify two other 
memory camps that diverge from his.  
Historical memory in post-peace Guatemala has largely rotated on a dual axis between 
salvation memory and human rights memory, constrained by the legacy of counterinsurgency 
and political violence that limited spaces for contestation and resistance. Salvation memory 
largely understands the military as heroic saviors of la patria against a Communist insurgency 
that would have destroyed the existing social order. Human rights memory centralizes the 
widespread abuses and the brutality of the genocide, but whitewashes the intensely political 
nature of the conflict and the agency of the victims. However, the Molina Theissen trial and 
other moments like it expose a dissident strain of what I call activist memory. Activist memory 
incorporates social movements and activism into popular memory of the internal conflict, 
centralizing activists’ hope in and struggles to create a better world. This memory camp restores 
agency to activists and other political leaders, adding depth and nuance to the binary memory 
camps that have emerged in the post-peace era. Women are central actors in the emergence of 
this memory camp, publicly normalizing activism that may be perceived as too threatening for 
men. Unlike salvation and human rights memory, activist memory recognizes the agency of 
activists past and present and the nuance of their struggles. Equally important, it allows for a 
greater examination of the unique and underexplored role that women play both in past social 
movements and contemporary memory battles.  
During the Molina Theissen trial, the military officers and their defense lawyers 
promoted a narrative almost identical to Stern’s heroic/salvation memory narrative. This 
framework promotes the idea that the military were defending the patria against an existential 





Kirsten Weld describes this memory camp as “the army’s version of Guatemalan history, in 
which its cadres had loyally rescued the nation from a criminal assemblage of terrorists, dupes, 
and idiots.”19  
While heroic memory is perhaps the dominant narrative among the social and economic 
elite, the main oppositional memory camp in post-conflict Guatemala is formulated around the 
discourse of human rights. Cynthia Milton also identifies this memory camp in post-conflict 
Peru, defining it as a group of human rights advocates and family members who “situate the 
violence as an extension of ongoing legacies of social and political inequalities.”20 While I 
borrow Milton’s terminology, I characterize this memory group slightly differently within the 
Guatemalan context, seeking to recognize its limitations as a discursive strategy and outlining 
what I see as a more inclusive memory framework that subverts some of the key tenets of human 
rights memory.  
Nonetheless, human rights memory stands in opposition to the heroic memory narrative, 
instead centering on the widespread human rights abuses of the internal conflict. It cannot be 
understood outside of the context of counterinsurgent violence. The narrative was constructed by 
Guatemalan activists and early international scholar-activists who were trying to bring attention 
to, and ultimately halt, the ongoing genocidal violence. The careful depoliticization of memory 
in the aftermath of counterinsurgency has moved in tandem with the NGO-ization of the post-
war social terrain, shifting the limits of possibility and the terms of debates.21  
Constrained in the aftermath of counterinsurgency, these narratives tend to portray 
victims as apolitical and powerless, erasing their complexity and agency to avoid the messiness 
of engaged political activists and the realities of opposition to a violent military state. These 





depoliticized language of derechos humanos and replaced the bold calls for revolution of the 
previous decades.22 Human rights memory narratives are well established in post-peace 
Guatemala, and the Molina Theissen trial was no exception.  
Trials are key sites of negotiation and contestation of memory narratives. There have 
been more than a dozen trials litigating crimes from the internal conflict. Some of the more 
prominent are the Myrna Mack case,23 the Juan Gerardi case,24 and the Ríos Montt case.25 The 
court system would be unable to accommodate the quantity of cases if every crime were 
prosecuted from the internal conflict. Those that have come to trial have thus become 
emblematic cases, standing in for the vast majority of abuses that will go unpunished. The 
narratives promoted within the legal strategies and media discourse of past trials have largely 
followed the human rights/heroic memory binary.  
Emma Guadalupe’s acknowledgement of her open associations with leftist political 
groups are a departure from this binary. It represents a less prominent but consistent subcurrent 
of discourse and activism in Guatemala that is descended from the revolutionary movements.26 
The rhetoric embraced by Emma Guadalupe’s defense is representative of this subsurface 
memory camp that I call activist memory. The presence of these dissident memory narratives 
make the Molina Theissen trial an excellent opportunity to examine the relationship between 
popular memory and political violence.  
Other scholars have examined memory narratives within the context of post-conflict 
Guatemala. In her work on memory in the highland town of Chajul, Anthropologist Carlota 
McAllister noted that survivors articulated similar memory frameworks to the ones I have 
identified, although she identifies them as “traumatic narratives” and “historical narratives,” 





“helpless victimization and compassionate rescue that humanitarianism privileges,” and 
historical narratives as ones that “evoked revolutionary rather than therapeutic testimonio.”28 She 
also succinctly articulated the stakes of narrative construction and the memory battles at large: 
“evacuating revolution from accounts of Guatemala’s war radically impoverishes not only our 
analysis of the armed conflict but also the genocidal acts it generated and their ongoing 
consequences.”29 These “ongoing consequences,” include not only the individual emotional 
healing of survivors and the judicial consequences for perpetrators, but the ongoing assumptions 
and ideologies underlying the political sphere. The abuses and violence of the conflict have 
radically different meanings if the war was fought over criminal subversion than if it was an 
insurrectionary movement from below to create a more just world for everyone. 
Other historians have examined the terrain and stakes of the memory battles. Kirsten 
Weld’s 2012 article, “Dignifying the Guerrillero, not the Assassin: Rewriting a History of 
Criminal Subversion in Postwar Guatemala,” examines the Archivo Histórico de la Policía 
Nacional’s (AHPN) role in what she calls “reivindicación…the retrospective conferral of dignity 
and agency upon historical actors tarred as traitors engaged in subversive activity.”30 She 
recognizes many of the limitations of human rights memory, although she centralized the 
memory framework that I call heroic memory (what she refers to as the criminalization of 
activism). Weld argued that the rescue of dignity and memory occurred alongside the rescue of 
millions of pages of decaying documents from the hidden repository, identifying another 
instance of activist memory outside of the human rights trials. She articulated the stakes of 
activist memory:  
Reivindicación would not bring back fallen comrades, put police chiefs and army 
generals behind bars, or correct the miscalculations of the armed Left. However, to 





about the war and provide space in which those who had resisted could feel pride, not 
shame, for their actions.31  
 
Independent scholar Rachel Hatcher has also explored some of the post-conflict memory 
terrain in Guatemala and Central America, although she is “less concerned with the past as it 
happened, but with how it is talked about.”32 Hatcher also uses Steve Stern’s memory camp 
framework, highlighting the strength of the human rights community and human rights narrative 
scaffolding in Guatemala as opposed to El Salvador, attributing it to the FMLN’s success in 
transitioning to a political party as opposed to the URNG’s relative failure.33 In her work, 
Hatcher emphasizes the “centrality of non-state actors in determining historical memory.”34 
While it is important to recognize the power of state hegemony, Hatcher emphasizes grassroots 
influence on the national memory project, notably in her examination of historical memory and 
street art. 35 She argues that street artists are public historians, who “shape and preserve[sic] 
Guatemala’s historical memory…[through] informal street art, murals and posters...[they] create 
space for dialogue and ensure that an alternative narrative is heard.”36 Hatcher’s emphasis on 
grassroots and non-institutional actors in the memory battles is important, expanding the sphere 
of analysis beyond government officials and truth commissions.  
Hatcher also cautions of elite manipulations of local memory narratives.37 In a 2009 
article, she examines the construction of memory narratives in the CEH and REMHI reports, 
arguing that while the reports were successful in mitigating the army’s attack on memory, they 
also promoted a narrative of reconciliation and forgiveness that was not reflected in the 
testimonies. She also argued that the reports contributed to the consolidation of a national 
memory, instead of national memories, that allowed society to build monuments to the past 
(because it is past) instead of continuing to reckon with it in the ongoing present. This is perhaps 





dangers of imposing outside narratives on lived experience and testimony. I will return to this 
idea later, after I have further developed my own memory frameworks.  
The trial of ex-dictator Ríos Montt was a landmark moment in post-war Guatemala and 
has been extensively examined, both in scholarly and popular contexts.38 Perhaps most relevant 
for this study is legal scholar Lisa LaPlante’s examination of the memory-making within the 
trial, “Memory Battles: Guatemala’s Public Debates and the Genocide Trial of José Efrain Rios 
Montt.”39 In this article, LaPlante asserts the impact of the trial on “shaping collective memory 
and consciousness of its citizens.”40 She focuses on the role of the media in the negotiation of 
collective memory, arguing that memory making occurred not only in the courtroom but in press 
coverage and public debates. Notably, LaPlante and Hatcher’s work expands the arbitrators of 
collective memory beyond elite sectors of civil society and government to a more inclusive 
understanding of “collective.”  
A recent special issue of the Journal of Genocide Research also takes up the issue of 
genocide from the context of Rios Montt’s 2013 conviction, expanding our understanding of 
memory making in the context of human rights trials. Many of the contributors stress that “trials 
alone are an inadequate response to the desire for justice and social repair;” that they are 
“necessary but insufficient components of the search for redress.”41 The theme of reparations and 
material compensation reoccurs throughout many of the articles, but with the understanding that 
“we cannot repair the irreparable.”42 In their contribution to the issue, anthropologists Karine 
Vanthuyne and Ricardo Falla stress the “importance of addressing the material needs of victims 
of political violence within transitional justice.”43 Together, these studies illustrate the central 
role that trials play in memory making. As Lisa LaPlante also argues, the Ríos Montt trial 





Molina Theissen case, while certainly not as high profile, stimulated popular discussion and 
created an opening to contest established memory narratives. 
Political Violence in Guatemala 
Hatcher reminds us that “the battle for memory is not waged against forgetting, but 
against the different memories different social groups understand as truth.”44 Thus, let us now 
turn to the historical events that are so hotly contested in the memory battles.  
Central in these battles are the memory of the October Revolution, which lasted from 
1944 to 1954 and the internal conflict, which lasted from 1960 to 1996.45 In 1944, the October 
Revolution forced out US-backed dictator Jorge Ubico and ushered in what historians have 
called “the Guatemalan Spring,” which brought democratic reforms, the legalization and growth 
of labor unions, and an attempted land reform. A conservative counter-revolution led by Colonel 
Carlos Castillo Armas and backed by the US government overthrew Jacobo Arbenz’s 
democratically-elected government in June 1954, reversing most of the gains of the 
revolutionary period.46  
Discontented liberal officers within the military rose up against the government of 
Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes in November 1960. The nationalist uprising was quickly crushed, but it 
is now recognized as the beginning of almost four decades of internal conflict. Survivors of the 
November 13 uprising regrouped under the banner of Movimiento Revolucionario 13 de 
Noviembre (MN-13), joining forces with the outlawed PGT to form the first guerrilla fronts of 
the conflict. Future president Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio escalated the conflict in the capital 
city and in the Eastern departments, earning the moniker “butcher of Zacapa” by introducing 
death squads and forced disappearance in Guatemala.47 In March of 1966, the military kidnapped 





the organization, but it also marked a profound shift in the escalation and brutality of 
counterinsurgent repression and political violence.49 Greg Grandin and Jennifer Schirmer, among 
others, have argued that 1966 marked a turning point in the conflict.50  
An earthquake in February 1976 exposed the egregious inequality of Guatemalan society 
and the widespread corruption in the government, marking a turning point in popular and cross-
class organizing.51 The state continued to disappear dissidents after the 1966 mass kidnapping of 
PGT leaders, but Lucas Garcia government, inaugurated in 1978, dramatically expanded its use. 
From this point, both targeted repression of activists and massive violence directed against the 
indigenous population exploded.52 1980 was a devastating year for the popular movement, 
marking a turning point in state violence and signaling what historian H. Vrana has called “the 
foreclosure of democracy.”53  
General Efraín Ríos Montt deposed the Lucas Garcia government in a coup on March 23, 
1982. The Evangelical dictator escalated repression in the countryside and unleashed genocide 
on the indigenous Maya majority.54 The armed urban underground had been all but defeated 
under Fernando Romeo Lucas García’s government, and Ríos Montt’s genocidal scorched-earth 
strategy quickly destroyed the momentum of the rural insurgency. As Deborah Levenson 
observes, the violence of the Lucas García and Ríos Montt governments “strove for the absolute 
annihilation of, rather than containment of, popular movements in both city and countryside.”55  
The violence against the indigenous majority, however, was distinct from the targeted 
political violence against dissidents. Guatemala is an indigenous-majority nation, with 23 distinct 
Mayan ethnic groups and two non-Maya ethnic groups that have long been exploited by the 
ladino (or mestizo) elite.56 Guatemalan society is “racist in its precepts and practices,”57 with a 





politic.”58 In the capital, the violence was targeted and selective, sweeping up broad swaths of 
the political left and center, including politicians, unionists and students. In the countryside, 
where the majority of the population is indigenous, the violence was massive and indiscriminate, 
massacring entire villages and forcing the survivors into army-controlled “model villages” or 
across the border into refugee camps in Mexico.59 Two post-war truth commissions found that 
the army committed genocide against Maya indigenous groups, including Achi, K’iche’, Ixil, 
Chuj, and Q’anjob’al.60  
In perhaps one of the conflict’s earliest and most well-known massacres, in May 1978, 
soldiers opened fire on Q’eqchi’ land defenders in the town square of Panzós, Alta Verapaz, 
massacring dozens. Greg Grandin warns that while Panzós was a “watershed moment in the civil 
war” it has become an “overdetermined moment of cause and effect.”61 Scholars such as Irma 
Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj have pointed out the imperative of situating the genocide within 500 
years of colonial violence and subjugation, arguing that “they are an extension of the colonial 
relations of dependence and exploitation that have dominated throughout Guatemalan history.”62  
The popular movement, broadly understood, was active in both rural areas and the 
capital, and were broadly situated within the rise of the New Left in Latin America, inspired by 
and modeled on the successes of the Cuban Revolution. Diverse sectors, propelled by hopeful 
young people, formed and joined popular organizations throughout the country, including 
unions, student organizations, peasant cooperatives, and progressive Catholic base communities. 
These often-idealistic young people picked up the pieces of the failure of the first wave of 
insurgency, crushed by Arana Osorio, attempting to build a more just society and fulfill the 
shattered legacy of the October Revolution. However, Irma Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj warns: 





construction of a more equal society…certain sectors of the left are also complicit in the 
reproduction of racism…by privileging class struggle and negating or subordinating racial 
oppression.” 63 While the causes of the popular movements’ failures have been hotly debated in 
the decades since, racism and the incomplete incorporation of a racial analysis into the Left’s 
theory of change are undoubtedly a central factor. The popular movement(s) are also central in 
the post-war memory battles.  
Political violence and counterinsurgency have fundamentally constrained and shaped the 
postwar in Guatemala, both in material conditions as communities rebuilt and refugees returned, 
but also in the way that activists and social movements are popularly conceived and 
remembered.64 In his introduction to the English language edition of the CEH report, Daniel 
Rothenburg described that the “state terror in Guatemala went beyond killing and destruction to 
reconfigure the very nature of social reality. Through violence and the militarization of daily life, 
the state established a culture of fear and intimidation.” 65 This culture of fear and intimidation 
did not suddenly end with the signing of the peace accords in 1996, instead transforming and 
evolving in the postwar. Thus, historical memory and political violence are inexorably 
intertwined.  
Declassified documents held at the National Security Archive and testimonies collected 
during the truth commission document the widespread political violence. Documents held at the 
Archivo Histórico de la Policía Nacional place Emma Guadalupe and the entire Molina Theissen 
family within this repressive environment.  
The violence was more targeted in urban, ladino areas. In a 1986 Department of State 
report entitled “Guatemala’s Disappeared, 1977-1986,” analyst James Cason reported that “…the 





tactic was successful. Most of the insurgent infrastructure in Guatemala City was eliminated by 
1984.”66 The author correctly identified that “the security forces and rightist paramilitary groups 
are responsible for most kidnappings.”67 Archival evidence documents the selective nature of the 
urban violence and the extensive intelligence apparatus that supported it.   
A February 1982 declassified CIA report described a “counterinsurgency sweep into…el 
Quiche…the commanding officers of the units involved have been instructed to destroy all towns 
and villages with are cooperating with the Guerilla Army of the Poor (EGP) and eliminate all 
sources of resistance.” 68 The memo went on to note that “Since the operation began, several 
villages have been burned to the ground, and a large number of guerrillas and collaborators have 
been killed.” The author also noted that “when an army patrol meets resistance and takes fire 
from a town or village it is assumed that the entire town is hostile and it is subsequently 
destroyed.”69 The brutality and racism ingrained in this policy of indiscriminate massacre within 
indigenous-majority areas of the highlands are a defining feature of military policy. The National 
Security Doctrine, which identified any opposition as the internal enemy, animated this scorched 
earth policy primarily under the Lucas Garcia and Ríos Montt regimes.70 The Cold War context 
was central to the creation of the category of “subversive,” but its racialization and blanket 
application to indigenous communities was specific to the Guatemalan context.  
Political violence was gendered in important ways, both during the internal conflict in 
general and in the specific case at hand. The CEH recognized that: “sexual violence was a 
practice generalized and systematically used by agents of the state as part of the 
counterinsurgency strategy, constituting a weapon of terror and a grave infringement on human 





violations committed by agents of the state were massive and systematic and occurred with total 
impunity.”72  
Again, indigenous women experienced sexual violence differently than Ladina women; 
like generalized violence that the CEH divided into selective and massive repression, the report 
also divided sexual violence into the same categories.73 The state identified and selectively 
subjected politically active Ladina women such as Emma Guadalupe to sexual violence. 
However, sexual violence was also a recurring tactic in the massacres and massive violence 
against indigenous communities. The sexual violence and slavery at Sepur Zarco, Izabal 
perpetrated against Q’eqchi’ women between 1982 and 1988, is emblematic of the massive 
sexual violence targeted at indigenous women.74 Irma Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj once again 
reminds us of the “racism and sexual violence have gone hand in hand throughout the history, 
both long and short, of the control and subjugation of indigenous communities.75 
Gender also played a central role in the popular movement.76 Jean Franco examined 
gender and leftist militancy throughout Latin America, arguing that “the ‘militant’ was defined 
as masculine in the socially constructed sense of that word, and woman ‘militants’ were 
supposed to become pseudo-males – only to be ridiculed as lesbians.”77 When state agents 
captured and tortured Emma Guadalupe, they did so in specifically gendered ways, subjecting 
her feminized body to gendered violence. Susan Berger argued that “gender-specific state terror 
tactics [were] an integral part of the military’s counterinsurgency program.”78 She went on: 
“Guatemaltecas were raped and sexually tortured, reminders that they were not disembodied 
activists but gendered ones.”79 Jean Franco argued along the same lines, highlighting the 
masculine ethos of the military and the “male bonding of the death camp torturers [which] is 





Political Activism and State Repression in the Molina Theissen Family  
The Molina Theissen family had a long history of political activity and state opposition. 
Emma Guadalupe’s father and uncle were part of Guatemala’s revolutionary generation, 
participating in the October Revolution and resistance following the 1954 coup. Emma 
Guadalupe, along with her sisters and her boyfriend, were active in the social movements of the 
late 1970s. State agents surveilled and harassed the family for decades in retaliation for their 
political commitments, much of which is recorded in the Archivo Histórico de la Policía 
Nacional (AHPN), an administrative archive from Guatemala’s now-defunct Policía Nacional 
that was discovered accidently in 2005.81  
Carlos Molina Palma, the family patriarch and father to Emma Guadalupe and Marco 
Antonio, participated in the 1944 October Revolution. In 1954, he was arrested and exiled from 
Guatemala to Honduras as part of the counter-revolutionary purges. He returned to Guatemala in 
1955 but was exiled again in 1956, this time to Mexico.82 Molina Palma was surveilled by state 
agents throughout the following decades; he first appears in AHPN records in June 1955, when 
he was documented attending a protest on June 25.83 He was anonymously denounced to the 
Policía Nacional for being a Communist in August 1956.84 In September of that same year, he 
was surveilled by the Judicial Police, a branch of the Policía Nacional especially known for their 
brutal participation in counterinsurgency actions; they reported that “he was surprised in the 
company of others while holding a session inside of a car.”85  
Leftist political commitment and state political violence went beyond the immediate 
Molina Theissen family; Carlos Molina Palma’s younger brother, Alfredo Palma, was 
disappeared by state security forces during the presidency of Julio César Méndez Montenegro. 





Molina requested the Policía Nacional investigate his brother’ disappearance and likely death.87 
According to a 2004 sentence of the Interamerican Court of Human Rights on the case, the 
family “had been identified as ‘subversives’ by the security forces.”88 
Both of Emma Guadalupe’s sisters, Ana Lucrecia and Maria Eugenia, were also active in 
leftist politics and student organizations. Ana Lucrecia, born in 1954, joined the Fuerzas 
Armadas Rebeldes (FAR) in 1974, although like Emma Guadalupe, she moved to the PGT by 
1977.89 She was also active in student politics at the Universidad Nacional San Carlos; she was 
arrested in 1979 at a commemoration for murdered student leader Oliverio Castañeda de Leon.90 
Maria Eugenia, born in 1957, was less openly political than her sisters. However, Maria Eugenia 
married Héctor Alvarado Chuga, a FAR militant and instructor at the Escuela de Orientación 
Sindical at the USAC.91 He was murdered by unknown state agents in February 1984.92  
Marco Antonio was born in November 1966, amid a revolutionary wave of the first 
guerrilla movement and shortly after the disappearance of his uncle, Alfredo Palma. According 
to an interview with the family by journalist Simón Antonio Ramón, “his name is an homage to 
Marco Antonio Yon Sosa,” a former military officer who led the rebellion of November 1960 
before founding the MR-13.93 A leader of the revolutionary movement from this point, Yon Sosa 
was killed by the Mexican military in 1970 in the border region between Guatemala and 
Mexico.94  
Emma Guadalupe was born in April 1960, months before the officer’s revolt that began 
the internal conflict. From an early age, she was involved in student politics at the Instituto 
Belén, and she reports that her father frequently talked about politics throughout her childhood.95 
At 15 years old, in 1976, Emma Guadalupe already belonged to the Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes 





I was a student leader, I participated in the Student Federation and the Secondary Student 
Coordination, who organized many student mobilizations/protests in those years. In 1976, 
when I was still a member of the FAR, I was detained in a political action near the 
Peripheral Ring [Road].97  
 
In a 2020 interview, Emma Guadalupe described the March 1976 action in Zone 7 of the capital 
city:  
There were two flying units. All armed. I carried an old .22 caliber pistol, which I had 
never fired. I was in a group with three people: a guy [muchacho] that I didn’t know, who 
was about 20 years old, my boyfriend of a few months, Julio del Valle, who was almost 
18 years old, and another person who drove the car and took us to the place. The other 
cell was made up of Tania Palencia, 19, Eduardo Alvarado, 17, and another guy 
[muchacho] that I don’t remember.98 
 
The group was denounced by residents of the neighborhood; agents of the Policia 
Nacional fired on the group, killing 17 year-old Eduardo Alvardo and paralyzing Tania 
Palencia.99 Emma Guadalupe was detained along with the other surviving members of the group; 
she was charged with breaking the Ley de Defensa de las Instituciones Democráticas (Defense of 
Democratic Institutions Law), homicide, possessing a firearm and distributing subversive 
propaganda, although she was sent to a juvenile court due to her age.100 She later recounted “that 
night, we were put under intense interrogations.”101 Emma Guadalupe was held for a week in a 
girl’s detention center, but continued as a student leader after her release. She also later reported 
that she was sexually assaulted during her detention. This episode reflects several important 
inflection points, including escalating and deadly state repression and the prevalence of gendered 
violence.  
Beginning in 1975, when she was 15 years old, Emma Guadalupe was in a relationship 
with Julio César Del Valle, a student leader and PGT militant. Del Valle was among the group 
arrested in 1976 in the aftermath of the deadly earthquake.102 After his release a month later, Del 





active in student and leftist politics. On March 22, 1980, Julio César Del Valle was tortured and 
murdered along with two other student leaders.103 El Ejército Secreto Anti-Comunista, a 
government-backed death squad, took credit for del Valle’s murder in a note pinned to his corpse 
that read: “así morirán los del PGT” (This is how PGT members would die).104 This occurred 
within the context of rapidly escalating state violence from the Lucas Garcia regime, including 
the January 31 firebombing of the Spanish Embassy. After del Valle’s murder, Emma Guadalupe 
went into hiding, spending the next year and half in clandestinity until she was captured in 
September 1981.  
Political repression, racism, and gendered violence intimately shaped the Guatemalan 
internal conflict. Emma Guadalupe and the rest of the Molina Theissen family were active in the 
chaotic milieu of uprising and repression of the late 1970s and early 1980s and experienced state 
violence and terror firsthand. Michel-Rolph Trouillot famously argued that “history means both 
the facts of the matter and the narrative of those facts, both ‘what happened’ and ‘that which is 
said to have happened.’105 Thus, let us now turn to what is said to have happened, contentiously 
contested during the 2018 trial.  
Memory Frameworks 
On March 1, 2018, high in Guatemala City’s Torre de Tribunales, journalists, human 
rights defenders and spectators waited inside the crowded courtroom for the highly anticipated 
Molina Theissen trial to begin.106 Judge Pablo Xitumul de Paz presided over the panel of three 
judges as the five accused were led, shackled, into the small cage on the left side of the 
courtroom. Family members and supporters of the defendants crowded close to the bars of the 
cage, while citizen journalists and human rights defenders leaned over the railing of the viewing 





the crowded space and the March heat in the capital city.107 It was within this context that 
historical memory of political violence, activism and the Guatemalan internal conflict were 
contested, continuing Guatemala’s memory battles.  
 Several memory narratives were present in the trial proceedings. I have identified heroic 
memory, human rights memory, and activist memory as the main memory narratives or “camps” 
that were articulated during the trial. These frameworks represent a way to understand the 
political violence and upheaval of the internal conflict, but are in no way hegemonic or 
definitive. Later on, I will return to the limitations of this theoretical framework. Thus, let us now 
turn to an examination of the memory frameworks and how they were articulated within the 
Molina Theissen trial, beginning with what I identify as the heroic memory discourse.  
Heroic memory discourse figured prominently in the rhetoric of the legal defense team in 
the Molina Theissen trial. Defense attorneys in the trial relied on a heroic or salvation memory 
narrative that situated the defendants as the loyal defenders of the patria who were unjustly 
accused and imprisoned. 
The defendants in the trial all came from military backgrounds and had a vested interest 
in promoting the heroic memory narrative of the Guatemalan conflict. Benedicto Lucas García, 
Edilberto Letona Linares, Hugo Ramírez Zaldaña Rojas, Manuel Antonio Callejas y Callejas and 
Francisco Luis Gordillo Martínez — the accused — were retired military officers who had a 
hand in both Marco Antonio’s abduction and disappearance and Emma Guadalupe’s detention 
and torture. They all had long and successful military careers that were deeply intertwined with 
the internal conflict. Benedicto Lucas García was chief of the Guatemalan armed forces under 
his brother, Romeo Lucas García’s, presidency. Benedicto is believed to be the architect of the 





disappearance and massacre. In 1981, Manuel Antonio Callejas y Callejas was the head of 
military intelligence, known as G-2, a feared intelligence unit that committed many crimes 
during the conflict. During the trial, a former G2 administrator described the group as “a death 
squad” that was “there to kill, nothing more.”108 Hugo Ramírez Zaldaña Rojas was the 
intelligence officer at MZ 17 in 1981, the military base where Emma Guadeloupe was detained 
and tortured. Francisco Luis Gordillo Martínez commanded MZ 17 in 1981 before joining the 
junta led by Ríos Montt that overthrew Romeo Lucas García in March 1982. Edilberto Letona 
Linares was the deputy commander of MZ-17 under Gordillo Martinez. 
Hugo Ramírez Zaldaña Rojas articulated the salvation memory narrative during his 
testimony. “They say we are war criminals, but there was no war here,” he maintained. Instead, 
there was only “an internal subversion by those who wanted to come violently to power.”109 He 
went on to emphasize his loyal service to the Guatemala military, and the sacrifices he made for 
his country: “We, the group of five accused, are political prisoners, elders. We are veterans. I 
served in the army, carrying 40 pound rucksacks...crossing rivers and mountains with a vitality 
and energy that I don’t have any more. But if I had to do it again, I would serve with pride.”110 
Zaldaña Rojas’s statement rhetorically framed his military service as a sacrifice to be honored. It 
also framed their actions as within their manly duties as protector of the nation, playing off of 
gendered expectations and norms. This is a common and familiar trope also used by other 
military leaders on trial for wartime violations such as Augusto Pinochet and Efraín Ríos Montt. 
As veterans, the defendants felt they had earned the right to enjoy their old age instead of 
defending their wartime actions taken in defense of the country. This framing ignores the 
profundity of their crimes as well as the social and economic benefits high-ranking military 





During the trial, civil society groups made up of military and police veterans and their 
allies adopted the salvation memory framework to reinforce this narrative. Two groups, the 
Foundation Against Terrorism (Fondación en Contra del Terrorismo) and The Association of 
Military Veterans of Guatemala (Asociación de Veteranos Militares de Guatemala), sought to 
sway public opinion in favor of the defendants. In August 2017, Ricardo Mendéz Ruiz, president 
of the Foundation Against Terrorism and son of a former military commander accused of human 
rights abuses, published an opinion piece titled: “The Supposed ‘Molina Theissen Case.’” In the 
piece, Mendéz Ruiz extensively employed the language of heroic memory, both defending the 
accused and attacking the judicial process and victims. He wrote: “the honorable and stoic 
attitude of Colonel Francisco Luis Gordillo Martínez revealed what is already evident: the justice 
system is rotten and corrupted by the extreme left.” 111 He went on to claim that Coronel Gordillo 
had given “the entire country a lesson in honor.”112  
The second part of the salvation memory narrative focused on the supposed Communist 
threat, the so-called subversive. According to this rationale, Communism was an existential to 
the survival of the Guatemalan homeland. As such, any abuses committed by defenders of the 
nation were presented as justified, if unfortunate, casualties of war. The defense spent a good 
deal of its energy discursively tying the Molina Theissen family to the Communist insurgency in 
order to excuse any actions against the family as necessary defenses of the nation. In his 
testimony, Zaldaña Rojas highlighted the Molina Theissen family’s political activity, arguing 
that it was a threat to the state and therefore merited repression. During the trial, Zaldaña Rojas 
testified that:  
I have a blog post written by Lucrecia Molina Theissen which says that her father, Carlos 
Molina, was in the October Revolution. He was a rebellious man, hard and distant with 
his children, and the blog says that he buried himself in alcoholism, treating [his children] 





in the family, this rage against the authorities of the moment. In the meantime, we Army 
officers teach our children valor, faithfulness, strength and virtue.113  
 
Zaldaña Rojas also questioned whether the kidnapping actually occurred as the family said it did: 
Yes, the license plate number exists [of the car the family says took Marco Antonio], but 
the car was driven by a member of the subversive ring and they took him to Mexico. 
Someone who knows them said they ran into him (Marco Antonio) many years later; he 
[Marco Antonio] was asking about his father.114 
 
In this claim, Zaldaña Rojas resorted to the right-wing myth that disappeared people had simply 
fled to leftist countries like Cuba or Nicaragua or neighboring countries like Mexico. Part of the 
heightened horror of disappearing people as a mechanism of state terror is that families never get 
definitive closure for their missing loved one. Because there is no corpse or definitive proof of 
the kidnapping, the state can continue to deny the crime.115 Denying the state’s culpability in war 
crimes is a central tenet of heroic memory. 
The heroic memory discourse permeated the trial and much of the popular discourse 
about the internal conflict. It is a direct ideological descendent of the counterinsurgency, 
continuing the wartime battle for hearts and minds. However, it is impossible to fully understand 
Guatemala’s memory landscape without also examining the human rights narrative that emerged 
as a corollary to the heroic memory camp in the aftermath of the peace accords.  
Human rights memory is part of a transnational movement that succeeded in 
mainstreaming human rights discourses throughout Latin America, winning important legal 
battles along the way. One of the defining characteristics of the transnational human rights 
movement, however, has been the intentional and ostentatious performance of identity, most 
often by women and indigenous peoples. Gender is key in their framing as grieving widows and 
mothers, symbolically powerless but driven by their need to protect their loved ones. The 





renders their otherwise radically transgressive public protest acceptable.116 It is an intentional 
molding of traditional understandings of identity and acceptable social roles that astutely analyze 
and respond to the limited wartime and postwar political terrain. The Molina Theissen women 
(Emma Theissen, Emma Guadalupe, Maria Eugenia and Ana Lucrecia) notably used some of 
these tactics, and some were also evident in the media framing of the trial.  
The human rights movement has long used photographs and other symbols of personal 
loss as part of its aestheticized politics.117 Organizations in Guatemala like Grupo de Apoyo 
Mutuo and H.I.J.O.S. used this tactic, both during the internal conflict and during the post-war 
era. This tactic made its way into the courtroom, as the Molina Theissen family and their 
supporters wore buttons that prominently displayed a photograph of Marco Antonio. During 
press conferences and other events, the Molina Theissen women also displayed red carnations, a 
symbol of political mourning and protest since the 1977 funeral of Robin Dávila García.118 They 
consciously used physical symbols of the transnational human rights movement, including 
photographs and flowers, that connected their experience to a broader pattern of human rights 
violations.  
The four Molina Theissen women presented themselves as grieving women and 
caregivers. Mainstream media headlines framed them within these roles as well. A 2016 Plaza 
Pública article, published when the first arrests were made in the case, was titled: “Marco 
Antonio: El niño con el que el Ejército cobró venganza” (Marco Antonio: The Child with whom 
the Army took Vengeance).119 Another 2016 headline read: “Familia de menor desaparecido en 
1981 espera que 4 militares sean juzgados” (The family of the Minor Disappeared in 1981 Waits 
for the 4 Military Men to be Tried).120 Prensa Comunitaria published daily trial updates, 





Lucas,” (Day 2: Marco Antonio’s Mother and Benedicto Lucas Testify).121 The International 
Justice Monitor published a recap of the trial titled: “A Mother’s Long Quest for Justice Shows 
the World how International and Domestic Law Can Work Together.”122  
 These and many other headlines framed the women in relation to Marco Antonio, as his 
mother and sisters, situating women within their kinship networks and highlighting the primacy 
of these relationships within women’s lives. Their activism is thus rhetorically situated with the 
traditional framework of women as maternalistic defenders of their family, who venture out into 
the public sphere on behalf of their dead and missing loved ones. In situating Emma Guadalupe 
as seeking justice for her disappeared “hermanito” as opposed to for herself, the media 
reinforced this gendered narrative and avoided thorny questions about her activism,  
Journalist Liliana Gamboa framed the trial within the private sphere of the family and the 
personal impact of the crimes. “This ruling is significant,” Gamboa wrote, “because after 37 
years of waiting, justice has finally been served for the crimes that destroyed the Molina 
Theissen family.” 123 Another article focused on the impact of the mother-daughter relationship 
on the defendants’ sense of male honor: “While the mother and daughter testified, Benedicto and 
Zaldaña avoided looking at them.”124  
The Molina Theissen women also actively promoted this narrative in interviews with the 
media. In a 2020 interview with NPR’s Daniel Alarcón, Ana Lucrecia described the family’s joy 
at Marco Antonio’s birth:  
A family of girls and all of a sudden a baby arrives and it’s a boy, and he was happiness 
for my dad, for my mom, and for us [the girls]. I was 11 years old when he was born, and 
I was a little girl who had a doll made of flesh and blood! I helped take care of him, 
protect him. I gave him absolutely everything that he asked for. He was the symbol of 






Taking his cue from Ana Lucrecia, Alarcón went on to describe Marco Antonio as "the 
youngest of four children. His family remembers him as a normal adolescent, kind, like any other 
[child].”126 In interviews, family members would often refer to Marco Antonio as “hermanito,” a 
colloquial Spanish word for “little brother,” an affectionate term used to denote his youth and 
innocence.”127 This emphasis on youth and innocence, a common strategy of transnational 
human rights discourse, works to humanize victims and valorize their importance as individuals 
and as community and family members. While an astute use of the politics of identity, human 
rights discourse contributes to the rhetorical creation of “undeserving/innocent victims,” which 
as a shadow corollary implies a category of “deserving victim.” Kirsten Weld points out that the 
creation of the innocent and apolitical victim presupposes that guerrillas and activists somehow 
did deserve the violation of their fundamental rights.128 Activist memory, however, avoids this 
discursive trap by empowering victims of political violence with agency, while also maintaining 
their rights to basic legal protections.  
Heroic memory and human rights memory make up the two largest memory currents in 
post-conflict Guatemala, and they were very much present in the discourses of the Molina 
Theissen trial. However, there was an undercurrent of resistance and activism that does not easily 
fit into the human rights or heroic memory camps. Instead of denying her activist history or her 
associations with the radical left, Emma Guadalupe testified openly about her militancy and 
activism. This current has long been present deep within the activist wing of the Guatemalan left, 
but has not been a dominant narrative within the courtroom battles due to the specificities of the 
negotiated end of the internal conflict and the sheer brutality of the counter-insurgency.129 
Nelson and McAllister articulated the stakes of the activist memory on the left: “we cannot 





duping, for to do so would mean denying many of our own most extraordinary and formative 
experiences.”130 
The emergence of this discourse within the Molina Theissen trial was a break with the 
dominant discourses of human rights memory, whose proponents saw these admissions as 
vulnerabilities in the face of heroic memory discourses. The Molina Theissen trial was 
exceptional in that it not only brought the case of an ex-militant/activist to trial, but that the 
prosecution openly admitted to the plaintiff’s affiliations and called other witnesses who had 
been active in the armed insurgency.  
Rather than deny Emma Guadalupe's militancy, the prosecution introduced evidence into 
the trial record that confirmed and elaborated on her political activities. When brought on the 
stand, Emma Guadalupe testified that: 
I was a student leader, I participated in the Student Federation and the Secondary Student 
Coordination, who organized many student mobilizations/protests in those years. In 1976, 
when I was still a member of the FAR, I was detained in a political action near the 
Peripheral Ring [Road].131  
 
She went on to add that, upon her release from a girls detention center, she returned to her 
political activities: “I went back to my studies and continued as a student leader, I was president 
of the Student’s Association of Belén.”132 Not only did Emma Guadalupe admit to participation 
in the social movements of the late 1970s, but she also took the extraordinary step of admitting to 
her and her family’s participation in the clandestine left. Reporting on the trial, one online 
journal asserted that “Emma Guadalupe’s participation in the student movement as a leader, or 
her time in the JPT of the PGT, was not foreign to her family.”133 
During an interview with Prensa Comunitaria journalist Simón Antonio Ramón in August 






During my detention, I was 21 years old and had recently been a student leader in high 
school. I participated in the popular movement against the rise of bus fares, in the funeral 
march for Robin García with the red carnations, also in the strikes and nonviolent 
protests. From the point of view of the military men who were in power in the 1980s, my 
public participation or militancy in a leftist organization meant that I was considered an 
enemy of the state.134  
 
When asked why she decided to break the silence and recount what happened during her 
detention by journalist Simón Antonio Ramón, Emma Guadalupe attributed her advocacy to 
“Los compañeros of the Partido Guatemalteco del Trabajo (PGT)…who aided me, who protected 
me and helped me to leave Guatemala, they knew from the beginning everything that happened 
to me.”135 Thus, Emma Guadalupe framed her experiences of state violence within the context of 
her deep political commitments and bonds with other activists as well as her ongoing struggles 
with the material impacts of the past.  
When Emma Guadalupe was arrested in September 1981, she was carrying a fake 
identity card identifying her as María Margarita Chapeton Rosales.136 Emma Guadalupe testified 
to this in court, another important but unusual admission.137 Human rights narratives have 
commonly assumed any evidence of clandestinity or secrecy could be taken as suspicious and 
provide “justification” for state violence. Thus, activists in the post-peace era have been loath to 
admit to clandestine activities for fear that it would be perceived as incriminating. The use of a 
false identity implies secrecy, further highlighting Emma Guadalupe’s political activities. Rather 
than hide from this label, however, Emma Guadalupe described her clandestine work at the time 
of her capture:  
At that time I had a cover story, I had a false name and backstory that I was simply a 
messenger between the Capital and Quetzaltenango, I delivered verbal messages to 
people who contacted me at one location or another.138 
 
Thelma Muralles, an expert witness from a collaboration between the AHPN and the 





May, including the documentation of the arrest of María Margarita Chapeton Rosales.139 Molina 
Theissen testified that she was traveling under the false identity, despite the potentially damaging 
impacts of this admission. Although the defense attempted to dispute the connection between 
Chapeton Rosales and Molina Theissen, testimony and circumstantial evidence convincingly 
prove that security forces quickly identified Emma Guadalupe despite her false paperwork.140  
In another unorthodox move, the prosecution also called other witnesses who had been 
active in the clandestine left. Their identities withheld to protect their safety, “Witness A,” 
“Witness B” and “Witness G” testified to Emma Guadalupe’s physical and mental state after her 
escape as well as some of the precautions the PGT had taken to avoid state repression.141 By 
calling a militant to the stand, the prosecution refused to cede the post-peace assumption that any 
militancy or clandestine work was incriminating, or that it disqualified the person from basic 
legal protections.  
During their testimony, Witness G testified that they were part of the JPT and the 
Western Regional Committee of the PGT with Molina Theissen.142 They described the PGT’s 
efforts to locate Molina Theissen in the days after her capture and how they found out that she 
had escaped from detention.143 Prensa Comunitaria reported that “at that time the witness did not 
know the original [true] name of their compañera and from that date did not hear anything else 
about her.”144  
Similarly, witness B openly admitted to membership in the JPT and the PGT, describing 
clandestine life in some detail. “I received Emma Guadalupe in my house after her escape,” 
Witness B said, “she arrived in a psychotic state (diagnosed by a physiatrist), very thin, she 
couldn’t say a word, only sounds. She was in a very grave state.”145 On April 10, Witness A also 





bullet is for me, Emma said, and I said the second was for me, because we preferred that [our 
comrade] kill us both to avoid falling into the Army’s hands.” 146 Prensa Comunitaria’s Juan 
Calles clarified the circumstances, explaining in an article that “they [Emma Guadalupe and 
Witness A] were accompanied by an armed person, and together with Emma Guadalupe [the 
witness] decided that before allowing themselves to be recaptured, they would ask their comrade 
to shoot them.” 147 
In an earlier articulation of activist memory, Ana Lucrecia claimed her activism in the 
2011 trial of two police officers for the forced disappearance of trade unionist Edgar Fernando 
Garcia. She testified: “We were members of the Guatemalan Workers’ Party (PGT).” When 
asked by the government if she considered herself a combatant, she replied “Combatant, that 
means armed, participating in an armed group. No. We were militants.”148 At the time, National 
Security Archive Analyst Kate Doyle wrote that “Witnesses...spoke openly about his [Fernando 
Garcia] – and their own – militancy in the Guatemalan insurgent movement. It was the first time 
that people willingly exposed their links to the political opposition that was the target for state 
repression.”149 Doyle went on to add that “Ana Lucrecia Molina Theissen... was the person 
Fernando and Danilo Chinchilla were on their way to meet when they were seized by police,” 150 
tying together these genealogies of activism and historical memory.  
For decades, women have taken advantage of gendered expectations to provide essential 
services and carry out dangerous missions for underground resistance groups across Latin 
America.151 Victoria Langland examined some of these gendered experiences (and popular 
representations and conceptions of women guerrillas) in her analysis of leftist resistance in 1968 
Brazil.152 Just as human rights memory relies on women acting within the traditional domestic 





protest, gender has also played a role in the emergence of activist memory. The Molina Theissen 
women have been able to articulate activist memory discourses within the courtroom context in 
part because of their gender, sometimes wielded intentionally to soften the radical nature of their 
claims. While their gender historically constrained women’s organizing, it also made their 
admissions to militancy and activism fundamentally less threatening.153   
The activist memory framework that the Molina Theissen women utilized opposed the 
criminalization of activism that is central to the heroic memory camp. At the same time, this 
framework resisted the whitewashing of victims that so often happens in the human rights 
memory camp. In doing so, the Molina Theissen women reclaimed activism and political 
opposition during the internal conflict as legitimate, worthy, and necessary components of 
popular memory.  
Revisiting the Memory Camps: Limitations and Contributions  
How, thus, do my assertions about memory making and political violence within the 
specific context of the Molina Theissen family and the 2018 trial advance or complicate our 
understandings of historical memory in 21st century Guatemala? What are the broader 
implications of my argument that political violence and historical memory are inexorably 
intertwined? First, let us turn to the specificity of memory making within the context of human 
rights trials, and then let us turn to the broader limitations of the memory camp framework, 
before concluding by turning back to the trial itself.  
 In the introduction to the English-language CEH report, Memory of Silence, Daniel 
Rothenburg argues that truth commissions and trials play a “different social role” and “provide 
different understandings and insights.” 154 He explains:  
Truth commissions are broad inquiries into decades of repression involving thousands of 





insurgent groups, and distinct domestic and foreign actors. Trials seek truth in a more 
focused manner, determining criminal responsibility based on specific legal definitions 
and generally focusing on a small number of perpetrators and a select set of facts and 
incidents.155 
 
Rothenburg also points out that truth commissions “have an expressly communicative mission to 
present the public with an overview and general analysis of past atrocities to support political 
transition and national reconstruction.”156 However, while trials and truth commissions play 
different roles in the construction of national memory discourses, they nonetheless are two actors 
within a larger process, both interacting with and impacting the larger national memory project. 
The national memory project that the CEH refers to is collectively shaped and central to the 
imagined community of a nation or group.157 A broad range of factors and actors contribute to 
memory narratives, including truth commissions, trials, educational curriculum, and media 
portrayals. The Molina Theissen trial was but one attempt to re-arrange the memory albums of 
Guatemala’s memory box, but hopefully by examining it, I have contributed to our 
understanding of the broader post-war memory terrain in Guatemala.  
Post-war memory has not been static, as extensive scholarship on the decisive impact of 
the Ríos Montt trial on popular conceptions of the genocide ruling have established. However, 
Guatemala is perhaps at what Steve Stern calls a “memory impasse,” in which “cultural belief by 
a majority in the truth of cruel human rupture and persecution under dictatorship…unfolded 
alongside political belief that Pinochet, the military, and their social base of supports and 
sympathizers remined too strong for Chile to take ‘next steps.’”158 Ideally, the Molina Theissen 
trail is what Stern would call a “next step” away from the memory impasse and towards not only 
reconciliation, but justice for the victims.  
How then, do my contributions advance our understanding of historical memory and 





us make sense of a complex post-war. This particular structuring of memory is useful to me 
because of how it interacts with and illuminates the contemporary terrain of Guatemalan politics. 
However, as my wonderful interlocutors have pointed out, perhaps it is best to understand post 
war memory not as well-structured and self-contained silos, but as an ever-evolving dialectic.159 
I hope that my configurations of the memory camps/albums have been helpful, but I heed the call 
of Rachel Hatcher and others who warn of imposing inflexible paradigms onto the construction 
of memory.  
On May 23, 2018, four of the five defendants were found guilty on a variety of charges. 
Former Army Chief of Staff Benedicto Lucas Garcia, former intelligence chief Manuel Antonio 
Callejas y Callejas and Hugo Ramiro Zaldaña Rojas were each sentenced to 58 years in prison 
for crimes against humanity, enforced disappearance and aggravated sexual violation. 160 Former 
commander of MZ17 Francisco Luis Gordillo Martinez was sentenced to 33 years for crimes 
against humanity; Edilberto Letona Linares, former second in command of MZ17, was acquitted 
on the grounds that he lacked “command responsibility” nor was a member of military 
intelligence.161 These convictions asserted not only the guilt of the defendants, but they also 
represented a stunning rebuke of state violence during the internal conflict. By affirming that 
these crimes occurred, and that they were carried out as state policy by state agents, the 
convictions lent credibility to the claims made by other survivors of state violence.  
Emma Guadalupe and her sisters articulated activist memory within the courtroom, 
reclaiming space that was formerly ceded to more liberal understandings of the conflict. As we 
saw earlier, their gender loomed large in the human rights narratives that have dominated the 





memory does not rely on these same overt appeals to femininity and gender, gender has 
nonetheless played a fundamental role in activist memory in the trial.  
Human rights and activist memory are perhaps an oversimplification of the intense 
contestations for historical memory on the left in the postwar period. Nonetheless, they serve as 
helpful frameworks to structure our thinking amid the intense contestations over strategy and 
power in the postwar. More radical thinking and subcurrents have always been present within the 
Guatemalan left, perhaps most visibly represented by H.I.J.O.S, but the insertion of these radical 
narratives into the liberal space of the courtroom is in fact notable and important.   
By giving new visibility to this paradigm of activist memory, the Molina Theissen family 
gave new legitimacy to activist memory and pushed the constraints of the public sphere. Activist 
memory exposes the limitations of the heroic and human rights memory binary that has 
dominated popular memory and discourse. Heroic memory denies the flagrant and well-
documented abuses of the internal conflict, glorifying the genocidal military and criminalizing 
dissent. It promotes the continuation of the unequal status quo in Guatemala, and criminalizes 
anyone who attempts to disrupt it. Human rights memory honors and remembers slain political 
leaders like Manuel Colom Argueta and Alberto Fuentes Mohr, or the flagrant abuses against 
children like Marco Antonio and Augusto Rafael Cuevas Godoy. It recognizes the state abuses, 
but oftentimes fails to convey activists’ deep political commitments or the struggle of the popular 
movement. Human rights memory nonetheless reflects post-counterinsurgency constraints on 
revolutionary imaginations. Activist memory is thus a continuation of revolutionary politics and 
an active political assertion.  
An activist memory victory thus not only holds individuals accountable for their crimes, 





failures that motivated and caused the original violence. Put simply, activist memory dignifies 
resistance to repressive, authoritarian structures and recognizes the historical agency and 
humanity of those who struggled and died to oppose them. Under this framework, their deaths 
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